THE DEUX-VILLES THEATRE

laughed. But a woman to whom a declaration of this kind was macb
after midnight could not help feeling, though she might Join the
mockers on the morrow, either hope or terror at the actual moment.

"And I'll make a great actress of you/* he murmured.

"As long as the little idiot doesn't go away/5 he qualified to himself.
"I've gone to too much trouble over her; I'm a fool. I should have put
things to her more crudely."

He knew that if she went he would hate her; he knew that he would
feel humiliated, ridiculous,, because of his gratuitous performance; he
knew, too, that he would spend half the night taking his pulse, reproach-
ing himself for having drunk too much, talked too much and become
too excited. He would listen to his heart beating in his chest, would
anxiously note the rhythm of his digestion, so mysteriously governed
by his nervous system, and yet at the mercy of a poison, a shock, or
the mere travail of the years. What unknown forces regulated the
movements of the cardiac muscle? One moment of inattention on
their part would induce its sudden stillness and silence.

If "this little idiot" insisted obstinately on standing by the door,
gently shaking her pretty red curls, and saying: "No, please, Edouard,
really..." Wilner knew that he would be listening to the presence of
life in his thorax till the dawn.

Obsessed by the miseries of his fleshly covering, agonized by its
fragility, burdened by the all too precise thought that his enormous
body was no more than a complicated mass of flaccid cells, viscous
liquids, diversely coloured, and tiny holes in tissues which were slowly
and continuously putrefying, he would not have any other resource
for the alleviation of his insomnia and his fears than the mental tabu-
lation of the lists of his mistresses, year by year, and the addition of
Sylvaine's name to the year 1922. And when at last the first gleams
of daylight filtered through the chinks of the shutters, then the
sleeping-pill, taken too late, would begin to take effect on the mysterious
viscera.

Wilner looked at the clock. He would have to wait six whole hours
before the first grey light appeared in the sky.

"You're not going to refuse an old man," he said, falling on his knees
as a last argument.

But Sylvaine, whom he had persuaded to come back across the room,
was already sitting on the edge of the bed.

He insisted that she should undress slowly, pretending to instruct her
in interminable preliminaries, as he rubbed his face all over the young
actress's body. He was now grateful to her for the moment of emotion
she had caused him by pretending to refuse. It was all right; she had
played the game properly and enabled him to look on her and seize
her as prey.

Sylvaine,' lying on the furs, was half-suffocated under Wiber's
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